Loretto Acad emy as it looked at the turn of the century
-from the th e San ta Fe N ew Merican of June 5. 1900 ..
. . . . and as it l ook ed in 1971
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Once an Educational Oa§i§~
Loretto AcadeJrnY in Santa Fe
- by: Barbara Jo Cekosh and David E. Ferro

"As the source of evil here is the profound ignorance of the people, the first remedy must be instruc tion, and for this we need Christian schools
for youth . . ."1 Thi s plea was expressed in 1852
by Fath er Joseph Machebcuf in a Icttcr to his sister in Pefia Blanca. Th e answer, the teaching center
of the Sisters of Loretto stands today at trails' end,
across narrow Alameda Street from the famed La
Fonda Hotel in old Santa Fe.
In 1812, the Sisters of Loretto, a teaching order
of the Catholic Church, was organi zed in honor of

Our Lad y, in Louisville, Kentucky by Father Charles
Nerinckx, a Fr ench missionary priest. During the
years between 1812 and 1824 the teachin g centers
of the Sisters sprang up throughout the West , Their
mission was the education of the people in the still
unt amed fronti er. Th e original Sisters ( Mary Magdeline Hayden, Monica Bailey, Roberta Brown, Rosann a Dant , and Catherine 'fahoney ) were warmly
greeted by the local populace upon their arriva l at
Santa Fe on September 26, 1852. Early in 1853 the
Sisters found ed their teaching community. Their

North elevat ion as completed in 1881
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school, "Our Lady of Light Academy," was the fulfillment of a long time dream of the Right Reverend
J. B. Lamy, then Bishop of Santa F e. Bishop Lamy
gave his quarters over to the Sisters in 1855. The
Sisters' new home, "La Casa Americana," had the
distin ction of being describ ed by cont emporary accounts as the "best looking house in town.?"
Soon after the completion of the magnificent
Gothic chapel of "Our Lady of Light" in 1878, an
expansion of the cent er was deemed necessary.
This was du e to the increased enrollment and insuffici ent accommodations for boarders and day pupils. Th e result of this need was the Acad emy structure. It was originally planned as a two-story adobe
structure, but was finished with a mansard roofed
third floor, as suggested by the contractor. Th e new
structure was to serve a multitude of uses during
its history, including such things as an industrial
school, classroom facility , dormitory, music school
and auditorium. It often served a multitude of duties
simultaneously.
Many consid ered the task of constructing such
a structure to be next to impossibl e. Admittedly, the
ord er was a difficult one to fill and was complicat ed by the fact that many of the mat erials called
for were unavailable in Santa Fe. What threat ened
to be an even greater complication was the meager funds that the Sisters were abl e to amass. Even
problems of this magnitude were littl e match for
the faith and determ ination of Moth er Magdeline
and the Sisters, who saw first and foremost the desperate need for providing the best ed ucational opportunities possible. Moth er Magdeline's enthusiasm
and endless energy gave the project the boost it
need ed. Her enthusiasm soon spread to the local
populace, whose generosity of time and hard labor
insured the succ ess of the project. Th e words of
Moth er Magd eline attest to the extent of this enthusiasm as she says in 1880, "We started our own
brickyard and opened our own quarry, had our own
lime burnt to ord er and our own lumber sawn by
our own nativ es ... ":1 However, not all the problems could be overcome by the enthusiasm and determination of the peopl e. The original covering for
the mansard roof was to be of corrugated iron , but
when the shipment arriv ed, aft er a year's freighting
across the country from Chicago, it could not be
used. Thi s mad e it necessary for Moth er Magd eline
to go to St. Louis to obtain a sati sfactory roofing
material. The answer found there was slate, and
with the recruitment of Mr. Burke, a slate expert,
Mother escorted the shipment to its destination
-the first slate roof in the territorv!'
As the structure grew, so did the pessimism concernin g its structural stability. Some people asked.
"How can a building sixty feet high, and a cupola
on top of that, stand? . . . the first wind will blow
it down ." Th e very existence of the structure, from
such meager financ es, could not he comprehended
by man y." When the Academy was completed in
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Academy of the Sisters of Loretto-photograph c. 1890's.

1881 with all its "modem conveniences," it was a
far cry from the primiti ve flat-topped buildings of
the area. The miracle of the Sisters' success had a
great impact on the community as can be felt in
this stat ement by one of the community leaders,
"If those Sisters, who had no cash to build, succeeded in putting up the finest building in the territory, why cannot we, who have money, build our
own homesr?"
Historically , the Loretto Acad emy building represents an impor tant period in the development of
Santa Fe. That the Academy building was a marvel
of contemporary construction can be discerned from
the following newspap er description , dated Jun e 5,
1900:
Loretto Academy is large and perfectly
ventilated. Spacious and well equipped classrooms, separated by corridors, afford the best
facilities for the maintenance of order and
proper attention to study and recitation, while
the extensive and beautiful surrounding
grounds furnish ample space for out-door
exercise and amusement. The buildings are
heated throughout with steam and lighted by
electricity. Hot and cold water are among
the comforts enjoyed by the pupils. Special
_. ,
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attention is given to young ladies whose education has been neglected or whose delicate
health does not permit them rigidly to follow
the regular regime of the institution. All these
considerations, along with the fact that Santa Fe has no climatic rivals, should indu ce
parents to place their daughters in this excellent institution, where they may enjoy the
best educational adva ntages, ever surrounded
by pure and inspiring influences and carefully
guarded against all forms of evil, and at the
same time regain health , which less favored
sections have impaired. Th e course of study
embraces all the branches taught in the best
modem academies, besides music, drawing,
painting in water colors and oils, plain and
ornamental needle work, typewriting and
stenography."

In 1893 a new conven t building was erected
directly south of the chapel on the site of "La Casa
Americana," where it stan ds today. In 1928, a brick
high school facility completed the $60,000.00 teaching center.
The Acad emy building remained essentially unchanged until 1948 when the mansard roof and
third story were removed due to their structural
Rear elevation of the Academy building -
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1971 .

deterioration. At that time , the remammg two-story
structure was remodeled into a more "Santa Fe "
styl e, with portals across the front and back.
It is often difficult to reconstruct the spatial
personality of an extensively renovated building.
This is especially true of the Academy. The deep
shelved closets, niches, cracked plaster outlines,
changing ceiling and floor levels, and a strange mixture of old and not-so-old moldings and details are
the scars which evidence the Academy's adaptation
to the varied functional requirements of its proud
history. The present long portals on the east and
west facades, and the well worn, semi-circular, flagstone steps are among the buildings more interesting exterior features.
In 1968, the cente r, with its colorful history
behind it, succ umbe d to tho se same financi al woes
which , almost a century earlier, had threat en ed its
very inception. In Jul y of 1971 th e wr eckin g crews
began its demolition. Only the chapel will be spared
th e wr eckers ax. A new hot el and convention cente r
will occupy the remainder of th e site.
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Loretto Chapel has b een turned over to the
Historic Santa Fe Foundation, who will continue
to maintain th e chapel as one of New Mexico's
major historic properties. Further, th e pre sent
owner, Mr. Jam es Kirkpatrick, has provided the
Foundation with financial assistance to insure
that adequate funds ar e available for the preservation of the structure.

NOTES :
1 I-lowlett, W. ]., Rev., The Lif e of the Right
Rever end Joseph P. Machebeuf, D.D., (Pue blo, Colorado, Th e Franklin Press Co., 1908), p. 181.
~S o ra n, M . Rose Teresa, Sister , "Lorettine Educational History in New Mexico," (unpublished Master's th esis, th e Uni versity of New Mexico , Albuquerqu e, New Mexico, 1949), p. 73.
3Segale, Blandina, Sister, At the End of the
Santa F e Trail, (iHilwaukee, Bruce, 1948), p. 158.
4Ibid. (p.159).
5Ibid . (p.157).
!lIbido (p.159).
"Santa F e Daily New Mexican, (June 5, 1900),
p.5.
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